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With existing housing stock in the UK accounting for 24% of greenhouse 

gas emissions, the environmental impetus for energy efficient 

refurbishment (also known as retrofitting) is strong if the UK is to achieve 

reduction targets as outlined in the Climate Change Act 2008. While there 

are a number of social justifications for retrofitting, of which fuel poverty 

is one, these receive less focus in policy in comparison to the environmental 

drivers. These issues will be explored using a large scale retrofitting case 

study on social housing in East London. In spring 2014 an ECO-funded 

retrofit program on 1,300 hard-to-treat properties was carried out. 

Research from qualitative methods will be utilised to portray the lived 

experience of fuel poverty on residents. Social networks will also be 

discussed as a method for residents to employ in order to deal with cold 

and damp homes. Overall this article will argue there is a disconnection 

between environmental and social drivers, resulting in the reduced 

effectiveness of retrofitting for those in need. A more holistic approach to 

retrofitting is suggested to overcome these issues. 

 

Introduction 

Recently there has been a drive to increase levels of energy efficient refurbishment 

(also known as retrofitting) of existing housing. At the policy level this drive is 

reflected by the Green Deal and Energy Companies Obligation (ECO) initiatives, both 

of which are generally viewed as failing (Yeo et al 2014). Although the premise for the 

Green Deal and ECO is the need to reduce emissions in the housing sector, as part of 
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retrofitting, of which tackling fuel poverty is a crucial one. Refurbishment of existing 

housing also has associated health benefits and can be of value for communities as it 

gives an opportunity to retain cultural heritage. Collectively, the benefits of retrofitting 

are of greater impact on daily living and hold greater relevance at the community level 

than merely achieving the Government’s climate change agenda. 

 

Using a case study of a large scale retrofit in East London, this article will analyse 

qualitative data collected from interviews, surveys and observations to understand how 

these social and environmental drivers affect residents’ daily lives. Analysis will focus 

on lived experiences and social networks. Findings from this will be used to argue that 

the seeming disengagement between environmental drivers at the policy level and 

social drivers at the community level is detrimental for the wellbeing and effectiveness 

of retrofitting. A more holistic approach to retrofitting will be suggested to overcome 

these issues. 

 

Environmental Drivers 

The Climate Change Act 2008 established the UK’s objective to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions by eighty per cent by 2050 (against a 1990 baseline), a target regarded as 

ambitious and requiring effort from all sectors (Bowen and Rydge 2011). Housing is 

an important component in meeting these targets; accounting for sixty-five per cent of 

total building emissions which in turn makes up thirty-seven per cent of all greenhouse 

gas emissions (Gault et al 2014). Tackling housing emissions falls into two separate 

categories: new build and existing. While both have associated issues the latter is more 

complicated. Recent improvements to Part L UK building regulations2 and calls for a 

zero carbon housing standard by 2016 will help reduce emissions from new build. This 

is already reflected in the overall Standard Assessment Procedure (SAP) improvements 

of the housing stock (DCLG 2011a). One might argue focusing on new build is 

sufficient in terms of improving emissions from residential buildings. However, a large 

proportion of existing housing is likely to be present in 2050. Current downward trends 
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in both demolition and new build (DCLG 2013) mean it is likely that between seventy 

and eighty per cent of the 2050 housing stock has already been completed (Ravetz 

2008; Boardman 2012). 

 

While environmental arguments for retrofitting housing seem straightforward, 

implementation is not. This difficulty was unforeseen by both the Labour and 

Conservative parties when they promised high levels of retrofitting before the last 

election (Jones and Mean 2009). The UCL Energy Institute estimates that while forty 

per cent of homes have received energy efficiency improvements, most have consisted 

of the easier to install measures (Hamilton et al 2014). This is compounded by a drop 

in all retrofit measures since 2012 with the exception of new boilers (Gault et al 2014). 

The Government’s current solutions for the problem of poor uptake are the Green Deal 

and ECO, launched in 2013. The Green Deal provides a financial package for 

homeowners. Working alongside this is the ECO, aiming to assist installation of energy 

efficiency measures in low-income households and areas with hard to treat properties. 

ECO is the likely avenue for social housing providers and local authorities seeking 

funding for retrofit projects (Preston et al 2014). 

 

Social Drivers 

Aside from environmental obligations, improving the energy efficiency of housing has 

been shown to have a number of positive social benefits. First, there are improvements 

to physical and mental health noted in both the fuel poverty and regeneration 

discourses. From a fuel poverty perspective, improving energy efficiency of housing 

can help those in need (Preston et al 2014) while also improving health (Maidment et 

al 2014), particularly mental health (Liddell and Morris 2010; Gilbertson and Green 

2008; Howden-Chapman and Chapman 2012; Critchley et al 2007). Similar health 

benefits are discussed in the housing regeneration literature, although the evidence base 

is limited due to the variance between studies. The Cochrane Review on housing 

improvements for health confirmed a link between energy efficiency refurbishment and 

improved health (Thomson et al 2013). In terms of mental health, an improved life 

outlook has also been reported with some linking this to an increased motivation to quit 

smoking (Bond et al 2013). These health improvements can induce financial benefits 
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for public health providers: a recent Building Research Establishment study found that 

homes in London with at least a category 1 health and safety hazard cost the NHS £56 

million a year (Garrett et al 2014).3 Second, warmer homes have been associated with 

improvements in social relationships (Thomson et al 2013) and improved trust within 

communities (Walker 2008). Third, refurbishment is valuable for communities as it 

provides an alternative to demolition (Power 2008) and can be important in terms of 

community engagement and empowerment (Mason et al 2012; Lawson and Egan 2012; 

Bowie et al 2005) while also reducing health inequalities (Marmot 2010). Collectively 

these benefits represent the social drivers for retrofitting, independent from the 2050 

climate change objectives. 

 

Adopting this social approach towards retrofitting is an emerging area of research; one 

of the most notable studies is the High Rise Hope Report in which residents were 

interviewed in depth about their experiences of a tower block retrofitting scheme in 

West London (Bates et al 2012). The recently emerging ‘social-technical’ approach to 

retrofitting also moves in this direction, acknowledging a more holistic understanding 

of how people use their homes that relies on personal experience and cultural 

understandings (Tweed 2013; Karvonen 2013; Chiu et al 2014). Community-based 

retrofitting is also gaining increased interest (Gupta et al 2014) with the University of 

Keele setting up the Reducing Energy Consumption through Community Knowledge 

Network (RECCKN). This social approach to retrofitting initiated the exploration of 

this case study and underpins the methodology. 

 

Case Study  

The case study is located in East London in the borough of Tower Hamlets. Fuel 

poverty is prevalent in this borough along with more general deprivation – it is one of 

the six most deprived boroughs in the UK (DCLG 2011b). The large scale retrofitting 

project involves an area of social housing managed by a housing association. Between 

January and March 2014 approximately 1300 dwellings were retrofitted across 45 
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housing blocks. Blocks were a mixture of medium rise (4-6 floors) and high rise (11 

storeys) with most constructed in the 1960s or 1970s with hard to treat cavity walls. 

The intervention sought to improve the fabric of these blocks via injected bead 

insulation – a technique requiring minimum disturbance to residents as the beads can 

be installed from the outside. The ECO brokerage scheme was used to secure funding 

for the project; however, changes to ECO last autumn placed pressure on the housing 

association to complete the scheme by March 2014.  

 

Methodology  

A mixed methods approach using interviews and surveys was adopted. The housing 

association facilitated the project with its willingness to integrate these data collection 

methods into their retrofitting timetable. Initially a survey was enclosed with the letter 

sent out to residents informing them of the works. Residents were asked to rate comfort 

and wellbeing, occupancy, energy bills, perception of the works and general 

environmental awareness using a mixture of Likert and open ended questions.4  

Residents were asked to leave their contact details in the final section if they were 

interested in participating in an in depth interview. Interviews were then conducted in 

residents’ homes as the works were being carried out. Participation at project delivery 

meetings and energy audits of the property also allowed observations to be made of the 

retrofitting process. Findings and discussion are still in the preliminary stages, with a 

post-retrofit survey and questionnaire scheduled to take place early next year for 

comparison. 

 

Analysis 

The Lived Experience 

Eighty-eight surveys were received from residents and twelve interviews conducted. 

The majority of those interviewed showed evidence of living in fuel poverty. There 

was an indication of discomfort due to lack of warmth and perceptions of uneven 

warmth throughout the house (this was already indicated in the survey with thirty-eight 
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per cent feeling a lack of warmth and fifty-seven per cent agreeing some rooms felt 

warmer than others). The unevenness of warmth affected how people used their home; 

four of those interviewed had children and all had made changes to their living 

arrangements in order to mitigate cold or damp: 

 

I mean I can show you this is the middle room, it’s never warm.  So for this 

winter we’ve moved all the children to the other room, they’re not living in 

their pink room because this room never will be warm.  So we moved them 

all to the other room and now we live in this room. [7]5 

 

Although the surveys indicated concern by residents for themselves and others as a 

result of cold or damp the severity of this - particularly in one situation - was only made 

clear when conducting the interviews: 

 

I have been down to my doctors to put me in touch with a counsellor. The 

stress, I can’t get out of it, it’s one thing after another. I just feel like I want 

to cry, when I am worrying about my son’s health and all that. [5] 

 

Damp was a particularly common issue in households, with thirty-six per cent saying 

the air felt damp in their home. Three of those interviewed had significant issues with 

damp - two of which had young children. Households reported health related concerns 

as a result: 

 

… this place, because it’s so damp our health is not great. With asthma, I 

can feel I am using it more and more. We both have asthma and I have 

noticed that we are using more and more pumps since we have been here. 

[2] 

 

Residents would try to ameliorate the situation by switching on the heating; however 

this led to additional financial pressure: 
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(Interviewer) Do you think the work will affect your bills? 

 

I hope it will. I got to have the heat on low for the asthma….we had 

condensation on the window. We had the heating on to get rid of the damp, 

I know it sounds silly but it was to dry it out. If you leave it and it settles on 

a cold wall. And that was what we were wiping off. [2] 

 

Existing Support Networks 

Interviews revealed how residents received support from their own social networks to 

alleviate some of the pressures of dealing with cold homes and fuel poverty: 

 

… my friend was telling me round our local shop they got these radiator 

covers really cheap as well. You put it at the back of the radiator. It’s got 

the sticky stuff on the back…so when the heating comes on - instead of it 

all going out, it will push the heat out instead of it going on your walls or 

wherever it goes. So I said 'oh that’s sounds a good idea like'. Especially 

for their room. They have not had them in yet. But when they do I am going 

to go round and get them again. [5] 

 

These networks were used not only as a resource but also as a point of comparison: 

 

They had bad damp – they had works and it got better. I have heard things 

from friends and family. How to save money. Wouldn’t know otherwise. 

Those I know that have experienced it say it is really good and makes a lot 

of difference to the home. [4] 

 

In one case the resident was acting as a spokesperson for the other residents in the block 

to find out information around energy efficiency: 

 

Yeah, the people that I do know they’re kind of waiting on me to tell them 

and it was like we didn’t get it done. “Oh did we not?” That’s what my 
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neighbour said on the fourth floor. “Did we not?” I went: “No darling, we 

didn’t get it done.” [6] 

 

Collectively, these knowledge networks and flows of information within the 

community represent a significant resource. Community knowledge has been explored 

by the RECCKN project at the University of Keele; particularly in terms of the 

meaningfulness it may bring to energy efficiency discourses when compared to current 

individual policies (Catney et al 2013).  

 

Conclusions 

Disconnect Between Lived Experience and Political Drivers 

These findings suggest that there is a disconnection between policy drivers and the 

actual experience of living with fuel poverty. The consequences of this disconnect will 

be demonstrated using the example of damp. As described in the analysis, the research 

did not expect to find such severity of damp issues in resident properties from the 

interviews with observations during the energy audits revealing damp was not picked 

up by the Energy Performance Certificates forms. It would seem that this would be a 

good opportunity to pick up on other issues regarding the condition of the property 

aside from establishing its thermal performance. These additional points may have 

consequences on the retrofit procedure, compromising its effectiveness and overall 

potential to improve wellbeing. However, the pressure put on the housing association 

to achieve thermal performance targets meant this was missed. Post-retrofit interviews 

will reveal if the dampness has been reduced. If damp remains in the retrofitted 

properties, this would suggest that although objectives may have been met in terms of 

thermal efficiency, wellbeing and social needs have been neglected. 

 

Social Capital as an Untapped Resource 

Interviews also revealed how residents retained existing networks for information 

regarding dealing with fuel poverty and associated issues around damp and cold 

draughts. Residents relied on information from friends and family, comparing their 

situation to others and in one case acting as a spokesperson for other residents in the 

same block. These networks were only revealed through interviews and social 
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engagement. If the project had not had the engagement component this may have gone 

unrealised. This author would like to suggest that there is latent potential to ‘uncover’ 

this information further and sensitively build on it to assist and support residents in 

dealing with the retrofit process and additional stressors on comfort. The fact that this 

information already exists in communities and has not been imposed via information 

from the housing association may mean that it is likely to work better. 

 

A More Holistic Approach to Retrofitting 

The significant detrimental impacts of living in fuel poverty and the untapped resource 

of existing social networks are issues that can go unnoticed given the dominance of 

environmental objectives at the policy level and a lesser focus on social objectives. 

Close coordination with the housing association has provided an opportunity to observe 

the entire process of retrofitting, from delivery meetings with stakeholders through to 

fitting of the insulation and management post-intervention by housing officers in the 

housing association.  These observations have led to the suggestion that a more holistic 

approach to retrofitting, integrating the separate components, could have helped to 

avoid such issues. 

 

Meeting environmental objectives places too much emphasis on the before and after 

effects of retrofitting and not enough on the social processes. Changes to policy (the 

ECO funding was cut short during this case study, which meant the housing association 

had to complete the work by March in order to receive funding from the ECO brokerage 

system) does not help to build sensitivity and a holistic approach to retrofitting. The 

consequences of this situation not only compromise the thermal performance and 

effectiveness of the retrofit but also potentially the wellbeing of residents. Those 

residents suffering from damp may not see it improve (despite expectations) if the damp 

is too severe. Therefore retrofitting must be understood and examined more 

holistically. 
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